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Katrina Spencer: Hi, my name is Katrina Spencer. Today is Friday, November 17th, 2017. I 

am sitting in the Davis Family Library at Middlebury College where I 

work as the Literatures and Cultures Librarian. I am joined by- 

Clark Lewis: Clark. 

Katrina Spencer: This is Clark. Her name is Clark Lewis. And we are participating in a 

series of oral histories called “In Your Own Words.” As part of the 

celebration for Black History Month, February 2018.  

 Clark, thank you for being here today. 

Clark Lewis: No problem.  

Katrina Spencer: Can you tell me a little bit about your relationship to Middlebury College? 

Clark Lewis: I am a student in my third year. And I am a political science major with an 

American Studies concentration. And then I also study French a little bit 

on the side. And then on campus, I'm kind of involved in a variety of 

things. I work for the residential life staff, I work in admissions, yeah all 

over the place. 

Katrina Spencer: You do. You do a lot of things. 

Clark Lewis: Yeah. 

Katrina Spencer: Can you tell me where you come from?  

Clark Lewis: I am from Chicago. 

Katrina Spencer: From Chicago. I know people get particular about parts of Chicago. Do 

you want to mention any particular-? 

Clark Lewis: I am from the Southside of Chicago. 

Katrina Spencer: Okay, wonderful. Clark, racially and ethnically, how do you identify? 

Clark Lewis: As black.  

Katrina Spencer: That was succinct.  
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Clark Lewis: Yeah. 

Katrina Spencer: Okay.  

Clark Lewis: Yeah. 

Katrina Spencer: Great. How did you first realize your racial and ethnic identities? 

Clark Lewis: I think, I don't think there's an exact first moment where I sort of realized 

it. I think that there were small things throughout my childhood that I 

guess all together put it together. Put together the identity for me. I think 

the first instance I can think of would be maybe I want to say the 5th 

grade. I had a teacher who just made sure that she let us know that we 

were black and give us the tools to be good students. And sort of, in 

retrospect I didn't realize all that she was actually teaching us. So for 

instance, she would have us, if we had to draw a picture, she would make 

us draw our images of black people instead of white people.  

 Or if we had to draw ... For instance, I have this very succinct memory of 

having to draw the Mona Lisa for some reason. And my first instinct was 

to draw her black. Because my teacher had just sort of really ingrained in 

us that if you're gonna draw an image, or if you're doing a cute little 

cartoon for mom and dad to hang up on their refrigerator, why are you 

drawing your images of white people? And she would just do things like 

bring in pictures of famous black people who, like scientists and 

astronauts and things like that. So I think that was the first time that I 

realized, “Okay. This is who I am and what I need to know,” and why it's 

important for me to do that. Yeah. 

Katrina Spencer: I think that's fascinating because when I was younger, and I was 

drawing—and I  am very poor at drawing in general—but I would draw 

figures with long flowing hair that reached their shoulders. 

Clark Lewis: Yeah. 

Katrina Spencer: Which is not what I looked like. And it would never even occur to me to 

draw someone with an Afro, or with braids, which is what you have in 

your hair today. You kind of just blew my mind a little bit. So, thank you 

for that.  

 More questions. How has your understanding of racial and ethnic identity 

evolved over time? 

Clark Lewis: I think when I was younger, like middle school, I knew I was black and 

that was kind of just, it didn't necessarily mean anything to me. And then I 

got into high school and I just went to a super, super diverse high school. 
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And race was never something that we were ever really considering. 

Because it was kind of just a non-factor. And then I got to Middlebury and 

I realized, “Oh, it is a factor.” And so I think over time it's just changed 

from just being another thing, another identity that I have to sort of being 

all that I have. And I think it wasn't until I got to Middlebury that I 

realized, this is why that all that stuff that I was learning in the 5th grade 

from my teacher, this is where it all comes back and this is why it's 

important. 

Katrina Spencer: Mm-hmm (affirmative). 

Clark Lewis: I think it wasn't until I got to Middlebury and I was in an environment 

where there weren't many people who looked like me and they also just 

weren't people who understood me. Those two things together just made 

me feel very self-aware. And I think that’s sort of where I've currently 

been. And sort of just finding peace in being self-aware. It's where I'm 

currently at and how that sort of changed over time from just being, just 

another random part of my identity that I didn't spend too much time 

thinking about before. 

Katrina Spencer: Mm-hmm (affirmative). One of the things that I was reminding our 

listeners of on a previous recording is that Middlebury College is a 

predominantly white institution. Found in what some people consider rural 

Vermont. Which I imagine is a very different demographic than the 

Southside of Chicago. I think you have tens of thousands, hundreds of 

thousands more people in Chicago. And a greater diversity in a 

metropolitan space. Whereas here you get a more homogenous sort of 

demographic. So just for our listeners. 

 So, here's another question for you. How do notions of race and ethnicity 

change based on where you are and who you're with? 

Clark Lewis: By where you are, are we saying geographically? 

Katrina Spencer: You tell me. 

Clark Lewis: Okay. I think something is actually very interesting, me and my friends the 

past two week, we've been spending a lot of time talking about linguistics, 

and sort of culture, and black culture in particular. And the language and 

culture behind that. And so to answer your question, I think it depends on, 

say for instance if I'm back at home in Chicago, a lot of the spaces and 

people that I'm spending time with are also black, and so again I'm not 

super aware of it, it's like a lot more natural. Here when I'm on campus, 

when I'm in the classroom it's kind of more the hyper aware situation or 

scenario where I'm trying to study, I'm trying to learn, but I'm also 

recognizing that I'm the only black person in this room.  
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 But then if I'm the dorms or in the dining hall, typically I'm hanging out 

with either other black people or other people of color. And so it's a lot 

more relaxed and a lot more familiar. In the sense that a lot of my friends 

are from Chicago and a lot of my friends are either black or Latinx. And 

so it's just a lot more I guess laid back, and I guess there's a way better 

understanding between all of us. Because we're all from Chicago, we're all 

in some sort of way a minority. And so there's kind of this community that 

we have within each other. And so there isn't a self-aware thing, it's kind 

of just like we're gonna all partake in our collective culture that we have 

together. 

Katrina Spencer: What library resources ... oh I'm sorry, I skipped one. What do you wish 

other people, others knew about race and ethnicity? 

Clark Lewis: I wish that people knew that it was very complex and that there's a lot to it. 

I think something that I didn't realize until I got to Middlebury, that just 

because someone else is black doesn't mean that we're on the same page. 

Doesn't mean that they recognize other black, doesn't mean that we have, 

just because we're both sharing the same skin color doesn't mean we're 

sharing the same culture. And how depending on the way you were raised, 

depending on where you grew up, all of these things really change 

someone's blackness. And I think that that was something that I didn't 

truly understand until I got here. I kind of really confronted with it. So 

yeah. 

Katrina Spencer: Mm-hmm (affirmative). Yeah. What library resources would you 

recommend to people at Middlebury who want to learn more about these 

topics? 

Clark Lewis: I would say special collections. Because I feel like there's cool gems in 

there. I would say any and all form of media. So like CDs, movies. I just 

very, very recently discovered Kanopy. I didn't know that that existed 

before. And I'm actually very upset that I didn't know that was- 

Katrina Spencer: A resource. 

Clark Lewis: In existence. Yeah, my mind was blown when I discovered that. So yeah, 

things like that. I also found that during Language Schools—I don't know 

if you guys keep the books from Language Schools—but I found a lot of 

those books were really cool things that I had never seen before. 

Katrina Spencer: Yeah, so just for our listeners, on Kanopy, right now you can watch I Am 

Not Your Negro, which is based on James Baldwin's works. So it's a 

streaming service much like Netflix that the library subscribes to. So we 

can watch that. And we do have our foreign language browsing collection 

that might have some of the works that you've mentioned in it, which is 

file:///C:/Users/Katrina%20Spencer/Downloads/go.middlebury.edu/kanopy
file:///C:/Users/Katrina%20Spencer/Downloads/go.middlebury.edu/ls
http://mbury.iii.com/record=b4610562~S2
http://mbury.iii.com/record=b4610562~S2


   

 

In Your Own Words, Clark Lewis Page 5 of 5 

 

found on the main floor of the library. Near the Faculty Authors’ wall, 

right before the Reference Collection. 

 Clark, do you have any other thoughts you'd like to share? 

Clark Lewis: I don't think so. 

Katrina Spencer: Thank you so much for sharing with us today. 

Clark Lewis: No problem. 

Katrina Spencer: Thanks for being here.  


